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Scientific Plagiarism and the Theft of Ideas 

Plagiarism is a subset of cheating 
-an act that Nelson Kiang, di- 
rector of the Eaton Peabody Labor- 
atory at the MassachusettsEye and 
Ear Infirmary, defines as "claim- 
ing credit for work not done." 

Kiang and about 20 other sci- 
entists, journal editors, univer- 
sity attorneys, and officials from 
government investigative offices 
addressed issues related to han- 
dling allegations of plagiarism and 
the theft of ideas in scientific re- 
search at a recent conference 
sponsored by AAAS and the Of- 
fice of Research Integrity (ORI). 

"Plagiarism is not just an injus- 
tice against an author, but against 
the system," said Kiang, who 
presented numerous cases of stu- 
dent plagiarism that came to his 
attention as chairman of the Mas- 
sachusetts Institute of Technol- 
ogy's Committee on Discipline. 

But what exactly constitutes 
plagiarism? Who should handle 
the investigation? And what 
type of sanctions are appropriate 
for a crime that AAAS Scientific 
Freedom, Responsibility, and Law 
Program director Mark Frankel 
likens to "intellectual shoplift- 
ing!" The conference dealt with 
these questions and with newly 
emerging issues surrounding pla- 
giarism from electronic sources 
(see sidebar). 

"As part of the effort to evalu- 
ate how systems are responding 
to allegations of plagiarism," said 
Frankel, "we need to develop a 
better understanding of the types 
of plagiarism that occur, their 
degree of seriousness, and who is 
perpetrating them." 

Once the scientific commu- 
nity defines this range-which 
may run from sloppiness in attrib- 
uting quotes to lifting large blocks 
of text and incorporating them in 
grant proposals and papers- 
Frankel said that "the sanctions 
should fit the seriousness of the 
act." Investigators should consider 
the extent of the plagiarism; 
whether intent has been demon- 
strated; evidence of previous theft 
of ideas; the rank, level, and train- 

ing of the plagiarist; the source of 
the material; and the conse- 
quences for the person whose 
work has been copied. Stating that 
the choice of sanctions should be 
broadened to fit the range of the 
crime, Frankel said that "we need 
to be more creative in our think- 
ing about sanctions. They should 
not only be punitive, but play a 
valuable educational and reha- 
bilitative function." 

Of course, clarifying the na- 
ture of this continuum and reduc- 
ing the occurence of plagiarism 
requires education. Said Frankel, 
"I think we make a mistake if we 
assume that researchers, students, 
and post-docs come to the scien- 
tific arena properly prepared to 
deal with these issues." 

Who decides what the behav- 
ioral norms should be? While par- 

ticipants agreed that personal re- 
sponsibility should be stressed, 
many felt that universities and 
professional associations should 
assume a leadership role in de- 
scribing acceptable conduct and 
dealing with disagreements. "No 
matter who deals with cases, ev- 
erybody needs to get a better han- 
dle on defining the nature of pla- 
giarism and the context in which 
it occurs," insisted Frankel. 

Of course not evervone at the 
conference waspleased by the out- 
come. "This conference does not 
address the problem that nothing 
getsdone," said National Institutes 
of Health (NIH) scientist Walter 
Stewart. Along with fellow NIH 
investigator Ned Feder, Stewart 
was barred from continuing his in- 
vestigation into alleged plagiarism 
by historian Steven Oates. 

"It's unfair to say that nothing 
ever gets done," said Frankel. "It's 

just that some things do not get 
done to everyone's satisfaction." 
During the conference, OR1 pub- 
lished the finding of 14 cases of 
scientific misconduct in the Fed- 
eral Register. Additional cases be- 
ing handled by OR1 are currently 
pending judgment on appeal. 

Manv of the conference var- 
ticipants stated that research in- 
stitutions need to rise to the chal- 
lenge of resolving disputes on their 
own turf. and that vrofessional 
societies, journals, and individual 
researchers all have a responsibil- 
ity to help set and maintain stan- 
dards for ethical behavior. "The 
responsibility for integrity rests 
on everyone in the system of sci- 
ence-researchers, students, post- 
docs, institutions, professional as- 
sociations, granting agencies, and 
investigative offices," said OR1 
Division of Research Investiga- 
tions chief Alan Price. 
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Network Ethics: 
A Call for Papers 

The AAAS-ABA National 
Conference of Lawyers and Sci- 
entists (NCLS) invites proposals 
for original papers for presenta- 
tion at a two-and-a-half-day invi- 
tational conference on "Legal, 
Ethical, and Technological As- 
pects of Computer and Network 
Use and Abuse." Forty partici- 
pants representing a diverse set 
of perspectives and areas of ex- 
pertise will present papers at the 
conference, which will be held 
in southem California in mid- 
December 1993. Up to three suc- 
cessful applicants will receive 
travel expenses and room and 
board at the conference. Papers 
will be included in the confer- 
ence proceedings and may be 
published subsequently in a book 
or journal symposium. 

The conference will focus on 
the ways in which the law, ethics, 
and technology can influence 
the bounds of acce~table behav- 
ior and foster the development 
of ~ositive human values in a 
shared computer environment. 
Participants will address handling 
unwanted intrusions into com- 
puter software or networks, in- 
cluding unauthorized entry and 
dissemination of viruses through 
networks or shared disks. Also on 
the agenda: access to informa- 
tion, privacy, security, and eq- 
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